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ON AND ON
Spud Johnson
On the Ghosts of Certain Famous Men
H.El'lWAR AND I were tooting off to C:uifornia one autumn <lay in his. snappy Rolls-Royce roa~ter, whIch 'Was so handsome and sport-
ing in those days, but which already looked old-fashioned the last time
I saw it, and which now. nlust be practically a museum piece, although
it probably still runs better than most other cars on the road. It was
early in the morning. We had just breakfasted at Winslow and were
already well out in the Arizona wilderness, miles from any town.
I was gazing north into the limitless waste called Navaho Country,
. happily digesting pancakes; but my companion was luckily watching
the road, and presently he remarked, mildly, "Well, will you look at
that!" .
Obligingly, I looked. On the highway ahead of us strode a man
in a neat business suit and a most conventional fedora, carrying a brief
case. His appearance suggesteq. that of a commuter, a staid resident of
Tarrytown, New York, who had just stepped off the eight-fifteen train
in Grand Central and was hurrying to his office over on Madison. Yet,
if he weren't a mirage, there he was miles from any habitation-and
it couldn't have been later than seven in the morning.
"Heaven protect"me!" I gasped. "It's Lord Alfred Douglas!"
"What!" said Henwar, almost driving off the embankment; then
,.
recovering both himself and the car almost at once, he asked politely,
"Shall we pick him up?" ,
"No," I said, instantly; not only ungracious but unkind, since for
all I knew he might b~ in the direst need. Which only goes to show
that if you are in trouble, you've no business at all to be wearing a
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neatly pressed suit, a prim, silly, conventional, and unbecoming hat, or
to carry a dispatch case, especially in the middle of a desert.
As we drove on, speculating as to how he got to such a remote spot
at such an unlikely hour, I told the story as far as I knew it. Mary had
burst in one day with the "latest" news: Did we know that an EnglisH
w-w-r-riter was in town? (She is the only person I know who can pro-
nounce both the "w" and the "r" in such words as writer, wrong, etc.)
"His name is Douglas," she added.
"Not," I asked facetiously, "Norman?"
"Yes, I think so," she said, agreeably. "Do you know him?"
"Only as an unattractive character in L'Clwrence's introduction to
the Magnus Manuscript and as the mythical author of a mythical book
called South Wind. Oh, yes, and those dirty limericks."
"Well," she said, pleased to have produced a celebrity with such
ease and from.a hat so obviously unlikely as her own, "he's staying
out at the Bryant house."
Since the Bryants -were practically my next-door neighbor just
across the creek, I had little trouble in doing a bit of spying on my own.
.What amazed me most was that I had not noticed the gent before I be-
gan to spy, for he was almost as out-of-place as he strolled at dusk in
his neat business suit and fedora, with brief case, on the dusty roads
of Placita or even in the middle of Taos Plaza, as he was out in the
middle of the Arizona badlands at dawn.
And it was as plain that he was not Norman Douglas as it was that
he was a "furriner" and that )1iswardrobe was by no means adequate
for the Great Southwest. Naturally it pleased me to burst Mary's bub-
ble. I assured her that I had seen photographs of the distinguished
Norman, and that this might .be two other guys but not him.
Undaunted, she appeared the following week with this informa-
tion: "Well, he is a writer, and he is English, and his name is Douglas,
but not Norman. It's Alfred."
"Oh, of course," I chortled~ "Lord Alfred. A poet, my dear, and
quite famous, but not exactly for being a poet."
This made her quite as happy, and she went about telling every-
one, quoting me, now, as a sort of eyewitness and De Brett combined.
And so we let the story stand; or, rather, we let it ride, high, wide, and
pandsome, giving it a prod now and again to set it into a gleeful gallop.
"Let's see, now," we'd say, scientifically, "That was in '97 or-oh,
well, right at the 'fin' of the 'siecle'-and here it is in the 1930'S. Well,
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supposing he was twenty at the time, that would -make him in his early
fifties-not at all impossible. He doesn't look quite fifty, but he might
be a young fifty-or, of course, he may have been only eighteen 'at the
time.' And then again, just remember the picture of Dorian Gray.
Maybe he just wasn't going to show ~is age until the end."
In other words, all of us were perfectly sure that this fellow wasn't
Lord Alfred Douglas at all, but it amused us to pretend that he was,
and so he became one of our popular Living Legends-:at least of that
particular season. He became a legend quickly and securely because,
first, only two or three people ever saw him at all, so that he was a com-
plete case of hearsay; and, in the second place, because he disappeared so
promptly and thoroughly, except for th9se strange enc<?unters of ours in
the Arizona desert.
'Oh, yes, we saw him again-twice. The second time a few hours
af~r the first meeting, when we had stopped at Ashfork for lunch.
InQle walked, big as life, not a~irage after all, with a young inan who
had been more humanitarian than we and who had doubtless been as-
sured by his businesslike costume and dispatch case that he was no or-
dinary hitchhiker. They seemed on the best and ~ost intimate of
terms, and as we eyed them over our soup, Lord Alfred produced a fat
billfold from whi~h emerged-no, not greenbacks, but snapshots.
I would gladly have paid for their lunch and bought the~ each a
drink besides, for the privilege of looking over their shoulders, if I
had thought I would hear him say, "And this is a very dear friend of
mine in Lopdon," pointing at that ridiculous picturS ()f Oscar in a
bowler hat, looking smugly as though he had just capped a Whistler
mot.
After luhch we pushed on across the sandy wastes, I curled in a
half stupor of siesta, Henwar driving stolidly on at not too great a speed.
I forget where w~ spent the night, probably Kingman; and the next
morning....
I
This you won't believe, but so- 'help me, it'~the truth. As we
started over the Oatman Grade, the early morning sun low behind_us,
we met Lord Alfred walking east~still with the well-pressed busi-
ness suit (in which lie couldn't have slept under a cactus), the fedora
hat, and the dispatch case full of photographs (now I am convinced) of
Oscar Wilde.
Like Moses, no doubt he had been vouchsafed a glimpse of Holly-
wood-pardon me, I mean The Promised Land":':"'from the mountain-
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top and, disappointed, had started at once back to New York and
London.
-Or perhaps my further development of the legend approximates the
truth. Mter we crossed the Colorado River, left Needles behind,
approached the customs house and were stopp~d by the border police
for grapefruit inspection, I began to remember other things about Cali-
fornia. For instance, a stuffy little room up back of the library ~n the
famous old Bohemian Club in San Francisco, where I delved in their
archives, pasted things in giant scrap books, and catalogued new acces-
sions as a meager means of augmenting my "way through coll~ge." . And
there it was again, clear in printer's ink, the card announcing a talk by
Oscar Wilde at the Club-and, :beside it, firmly and chronologically
anchored in library paste, the menu of the evening with his name
written across the top, elegant, fading, Victorian....
Supposing Lord Alfred followed him to America on that tour, but
lost him somewhere in Arizona: so now his ghost forever wanders up
and down the desert highw~y, up and down, up and down, from
Winslow to Oatman, frOm Oatman to Winslow-but foreverl
Don't laugh. The case is not without precedent within .myowIi
memory. I worked once on a newspaper in a small industrial city in
the West. It was a morning paper, so we worked afternoons and nights
and slept mornings, which seemed to us cubs very romantic indeed.
~ The A. P. man (or was he the U. P. man) -anyhow, he had a loath-
some unventilated cubbyhole all to himself· just off the ,main editorial
office, where he crouched over an old-fashioned telegraph key, and from
which he emerged ~t intervals with a sheaf of yellow sheets and a hack-
ing cough. .
. I thought, he looked exactly like Robert Louis Stevenson, and one
night when I was alone in the outer office and..he appeared at his door
like a ghost, I told him so. He gave a hollow little laugh, shut the door,
and I never saw him again. Next morning there was a new A. P. man
who didn't have tuberculosis and didn't resemble Stevenson.
Who dares say he wasn't the wraith of R. L. S., and that I didn't
exorcise him? And who knows but that our Lord Alfred would have
curled up in a little cincture of smoke and floated away, if we had
stopped the car that autumn day in the desert and said, "Boo!"
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